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Struggle as opportunity: making sense of U.S. migration
experiences through Buddhist practice
Holly Straut-Eppsteiner
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ABSTRACT
Recent scholarship demonstrates how immigrants rely on religion
for resources and psychological and social support at various
stages of migration. Many studies of religion focus on the
institutional role of faith-based organisations, with little regard for
the social importance of religious experiences in daily life. Using
interviews with U.S. immigrants who identify as Buddhists, I
examine how migrants use Buddhist philosophies as a lens for
finding meaning in the struggles associated with migration,
including language acquisition, employment, and legal status.
Through their practice, migrants gain a sense of agency amid
vulnerable circumstances. I also explore the potentially negative
consequences of the practice’s individual focus, including the
propensity to mask structural causes of inequality and impede
possibilities for collective action.
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Introduction

Fernando,1 44, is a gregarious, easy-going Argentinian who lives near Miami, Florida.
During our interview, when discussing his experiences as an immigrant in the U.S.A.,
he often smiled – even when describing his detainment the year before by immigration
officials at a checkpoint near the Texas-Mexico border because he lacked legal status.
He explained this encounter as a ‘mystical thing’. According to him, ‘That was [some-
thing] in my life that I had to go through. I believe that’. In many ways, Fernando
recounted his apprehension as a positive experience and described how he shared his Bud-
dhist practice2 with other detainees, stating, ‘I felt that I got enlightened there. You know? I
wasn’t worried about time. I was just worried about helping to encourage the others’.

Looking back, Fernando recalled the 17 days he spent in detention as a meaningful
experience through which he experienced personal growth, stating, ‘I don’t regret any-
thing. If I had to experience it again, I’d do it. Because I grew up, like, before and after.
I lost many fears’. Fernando is a practitioner of Nichiren Buddhism and a member of
the Soka Gakkai International (SGI), a lay Buddhist movement with an international
presence.

Many studies focus on the institutional role of religion, with little regard for the social
importance of daily religious experiences. Recent critiques of immigration and religion
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scholarship call for a lived religion (Hall 1997) approach, which extends beyond the reli-
gious organisation as the unit of analysis to examine ‘immigrants’ stories and experiences
in a range of social spheres’ (Cadge and Ecklund 2007, 360). Rather than focusing on a
church or temple as the unit of analysis, a lived religion approach looks at religious prac-
tice in social domains like work, family, or politics. This research examines how SGI
members’ lived religious practices shape migration and settlement experiences.

I contribute to religion and migration scholarship by examining how immigrant Bud-
dhist practitioners from various national backgrounds use faith as a way to find meaning
in the structural challenges of migration: facing language barriers, coping with precarious
legal status, and working in difficult or exploited jobs. Unlike Christians, who pray to an
external higher power, SGI members believe they hold inner power to control their cir-
cumstances. Heelas (2008, 27) refers to such practices as ‘spiritualties of life’: ‘For partici-
pants, spirituality is life-itself… the truth of expressivity, love, harmony, vibrant health,
agency; the essential truths of what it is to be alive’. Despite providing one another with
social support, interviewees provide no indication of collaboration for collective action.
Rather, individuals encourage one another to pursue an individual practice to change
their circumstances.

My analysis reflects a diverse group in nationality, age, legal status, and education level.
This variation likely represents the diversity of Florida, where interviewees live, but also
stems from the selection of SGI. The organisation prides itself its membership’s diversity,
describing itself on its website in 2016 as ‘the most diverse Buddhist community in the
U.S.A’,3 and claiming a presence in nearly 200 countries and territories. According to
interviewees, SGI’s practice is relatively standardised internationally.

Religion and immigrant integration

Recent scholarship has demonstrated religion’s significance for migrants and refugees at
all stages of the migration process (Hagan 2008; Straut Eppsteiner and Hagan 2016).
During settlement, religious involvement is associated with migrants’ psychological well-
being (Connor 2012), provides access to resources and networks (Menjívar 2001; Guest
2003; Hagan and Ebaugh 2003), allows practitioners to maintain ethnic and cultural iden-
tity (Min 1992; Kurien 2007), and provides avenues for seeking social justice (Hondagneu-
Sotelo 2008).

Whether religion is helpful or harmful to immigrant integration is contested, particu-
larly across U.S. and Western European scholarship. In the U.S.A., where most migrants
are Christian, scholars generally emphasise the integrative role of religion. In Western
Europe, where more immigrants are Muslim, scholars associate immigrant religion with
isolation and marginalisation (Foner and Alba 2008). According to Foner and Alba
(2008), these differences stem from cultural, religious, and institutional differences
across host societies and their immigrant populations.

In the U.S.A., religion’s role in immigrant assimilation has been debated, and the
concept of ‘assimilation’ itself has shifted. Classic assimilation theories, later criticised
for ethnocentrism, assumed a process in which immigrant groups’ differences were atte-
nuated as they adapted to the ‘mainstream’ (Gordon 1964). This process assumed cultural
adaptations, including conversion to Protestantism, the dominant religion of middle-class
whites. Later theories argued that assimilation was segmented, finding differences in the
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rapidity of adjustment between generations, and outlined how contexts of reception shape
outcomes (Portes and Zhou 1993; Portes and Rumbaut 2001). New assimilation theory
argues that mainstream culture itself changes along with immigration (Alba and Nee
2003).

These studies assume the importance of social, economic, and political measures of
assimilation, such as linguistic assimilation, labour force participation, income, education,
political participation, and social relationships. ‘Assimilation’ and ‘integration’ are often
used interchangeably in the migration literature. I use the term integration, following
the distinction offered by Alba and Foner (2014, 280). They conceptualise integration
as processes used to gain access to institutions, like labour markets, while assimilation
extends beyond integration in institutions to include ‘parallel cultural and social
changes that bring immigrant-origin individuals closer to, or into, society’s mainstream’.
Recent scholars have found that rather than being an indicator of assimilation via conver-
sion, religion is an intervening factor contributing to integration (Chen 2008; López-
Sanders 2012).

Language acquisition and integration

Language acquisition has salient consequences for migrants’ health and employment out-
comes in destination communities. Not speaking the destination language impedes access
to healthcare and social services (Bauer et al. 2000; Aroian, Wu, and Tran 2005) and is
associated with stress and poor health (Ding and Hargraves 2009). Language barriers
are associated with wage penalties (Dávila and Mora 2000), limited employment
options, and social exclusion (Colic-Peisker 2005). Conversely, language skills are associ-
ated with higher earnings (Dávila and Mora 2000) and occupational mobility (Cobb-Clark
and Kossoudji 2000).

Immigrant-serving churches facilitate language acquisition and help congregants over-
come language barriers by offering classes and interpretation during religious services and
outside the church (Min 1992; López-Sanders 2012). For example, in Jamaica, bilingual
members of the Chinese Christian Church helped migrants access emergency services
by offering translation and interpretation for reporting crimes (Tsang 2015). Informal
social connections formed through religious organisations also aid in language acquisition
(López-Sanders 2012).

Legal status

Religion is a resource for politically vulnerable migrants at different stages of migration.
Migrants in precarious legal situations rely on religion to prepare for migration and
sustain themselves during dangerous border crossings (Hagan 2008). After arrival,
faith-based organisations provide resources for migrants who are ineligible for govern-
ment services (Menjívar 2001, 2006) and in the wake of immigration raids (López-
Sanders 2012). Churches and clergy also help migrants with asylum applications and
finding sponsorship (Guest 2003). Beyond resources, faith and religious participation
allow legally and economically marginalised migrants to retain dignity (Guest 2003).
Guest (2003, 172) remarks that Fuzhounese migrants in New York who may be ‘one
step away from imprisonment and deportation’ are reminded in the church that, ‘while
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a U.S. green card may be nice, only God’s green card will get them into heaven’. In
addition to supporting individuals, faith-based organisations advocate for migrants’
rights and against restrictive policies (Hondagneu-Sotelo 2008). Religious practice to
support migrants transcends borders when migrants’ families say prayers and make reli-
gious offerings from afar to support a border crossing (Hagan 2008) or asylum hearing
(Chu 2010).

Labour market incorporation

Although economic incorporation is among the most-studied outcomes of immigrant
assimilation, few researchers have examined how religion shapes economic outcomes
(Connor 2011). Even among immigrants with legal status, U.S. migration is often associ-
ated with downward occupational mobility (Akresh 2006). Latin American and Caribbean
migrants, in particular, receive low returns to human capital in U.S. labour markets
(Akresh 2006). There is some indication of religion’s role in migrants’ economic out-
comes. Connor (2011) found that among non-Protestant immigrants, who face the great-
est economic disadvantage, religious participants were more likely to be employed and
have higher earnings than non-participants. Religious participation also connects individ-
uals with social networks that aid in getting jobs (Bankston and Zhou 2000; López-Sanders
2012).

Religion provides practitioners with meaning and order amid unpredictable circum-
stances (Berger 1967). Hirschman (2004, 1228) described religion as a source of ‘refuge,
respectability, and resources’ for migrants. Yet Kivisto (2014, 58) points out that we
know much more about religion’s role in providing resources than refuge or respectability.
Lived religion provides a valuable lens for understanding how Buddhist practice provides
these other two ‘R’s’.

Buddhism as lived religion

Religion and migration scholarship often takes an organisational or congregational
approach, rarely examining faith-based practices in non-religious spheres (Cadge and
Ecklund 2007). Hall (1997, vii) argued for a new focus on ‘lived religion’ in American reli-
gion scholarship, stating, ‘we know next-to-nothing about religion as practice and precious
little about the everyday thinking and doing of lay men and women’. Lived religion focuses
on individual-level, routine practices, which ‘effect physical, emotional, and spiritual
developments for the individuals who engage in them’ (McGuire 2008, 13). In particular,
few studies of migration and religion have examined how religious practice provides
migrants a sense of agency over migration and settlement processes. Following de
Certeau (1984), I conceptualise agency as the everyday ‘tactics’ through which individuals
claim autonomy over structural forces.

Compared to the native-born U.S. population, four times as many recent immigrants
practice non-Judeo-Christian religions (Jasso et al. 2003), yet most studies continue to
focus on Abrahamic religions. In their study of undocumented Pentecostal Maya
migrants’ reliance on religion for control in vulnerable situations, Hagan and Ebaugh
(2003, 1159–1160) suggest that research among migrant groups of various national back-
grounds and religions is necessary to demonstrate that these effects are not solely
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patterned by a particular theology or nationality. Research demonstrates that integration is
mediated by religions such as Hinduism and Buddhism,4 but extant scholarship focuses on
practitioners from a single ethnicity or national origin (Kurien 2007; Chen 2008).

Soka Gakkai: an international religious movement

SGI is a Nichiren Buddhist organisation, regarded as a new religious movement (Dawson
2001). SGI might be classified as a ‘travelling faith’, defined by Wong and Levitt (2014,
349) as a deterritorialised religion ‘with universal claims around which a religious commu-
nity form’. Founded in Japan in 1930, SGI gained a U.S. presence in the 1960s through the
immigration of Japanese ‘pioneer’members, the ‘carriers’ of the religion (Wong and Levitt
2014), who made it their goal to spread the practice in the U.S.A. Pioneers included the
Japanese wives of American soldiers who migrated to the USA after World War II –
so-called ‘war brides’ (Machacek 2000). This meant that the U.S. organisation’s success
depended on the successful integration of immigrant members.

In 1960, SGI president Daisaku Ikeda visited San Francisco and spoke with pioneers,
who expressed distress over their dislocation from their home country. Ikeda told them:

You are the great pioneers of kosen-rufu5 in America…America’s future rests entirely on
your shoulders. For that reason, I ask three things of you today. The first is that you
acquire citizenship and become good American citizens… Though you live here, you
cannot win society’s trust by leading a rootless existence, feeling no love for America and con-
stantly thinking about returning to Japan. Acquiring citizenship means taking on certain
obligations and responsibilities for this country while also gaining certain rights. This is
the first step toward laying down roots of trust in society. The second thing I ask is that
each of you obtain a driver’s license. Unlike Japan, America is vast. You need a car to go any-
where. Given that kosen-rufu will develop to the extent you are mobile, a driver’s license is
indispensable as you begin your struggle to spread Nichiren’s teachings in earnest. Third,
I would like you to master English. If you become proficient in English, you will gain
more American friends and can communicate and exchange opinions with many people.
Propagation begins from our interactions with others, and dialogue forms the basis for
such interaction. (SGI-USA 2006)

Ikeda recognised that the practice’s spread required practitioners achieve legitimacy,
geographic mobility, and communication skills. He expected members to adapt to the
host society, but to gain the cultural capital needed to transform mainstream religious
culture. As I will discuss, SGI-USA members still take this encouragement to heart, as
membership shifted from a Japanese immigrant base in 1960 to predominantly non-Japa-
nese converts by the new millennium (Hammond and Machacek 1999). SGI encourages
migrants’ integration but does not provide members resources like English classes, finan-
cial assistance, or legal help. Rather, it provides a spiritual foundation for members to
achieve their needs and goals through ‘faith, practice, and study’.

Machacek (2000, 282) argues that SGI challenges the dominant U.S. Protestant culture
by promoting ‘happiness and success as the visible rewards of hard work in this world’,
rather than in the afterlife. Yet scholars have credited the U.S.A., with its emphasis on indi-
vidualism andmeritocracy, as an apt host for the promulgation of this religion (Hammond
and Machacek 1999; Machacek 2000). Initially a hierarchical organisation with strong
Japanese influence, SGI-U.S.A. adapted to American religious norms of congregationalism
to gain legitimacy at a time when new religions were perceived as threats, and by the 1990s
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promoted a policy of decentralisation, providing more local autonomy (Machacek 2000),
reducing boundaries to transnational adoption (Wong and Levitt 2014). However, unlike
many immigrant religious organisations that assume ‘congregational forms’ (Warner
2000), SGI-USA has no professional clergy, does not offer social services, and is not eth-
nically exclusive. Its structure emphasises lay leadership, and members meet with ‘leaders’
to request ‘guidance’. Compared with other forms of Buddhism, Chappell (2000) argues
that SGI is more inclusive of racial, ethnic, and national backgrounds. During the late
twentieth century, the organisation also spread in South America, Europe, and Southeast
Asia (Machacek and Wilson 2000).

SGI’s separation from an exclusively Japanese identity and intentional international
spread distinguish it from other ‘immigrant’ religions, whose role is often to preserve cul-
tural identity within ethnic communities. SGI-USA transcends its members’ backgrounds
and its own Japanese organisational history. Rather than finding solidarity in a shared
ethnic or national culture, SGI members find identity and community in their transna-
tional faith. For example, James, from the Philippines, who lives in Florida and began
practicing while working in Japan, told me SGI’s global presence is beneficial: ‘You
could go to anywhere. You could go to Italy, you could go to the Philippines, and you
have your own family there. You just need to connect, you know? And that really helps
you a lot’.

SGI members embrace a philosophy called ‘human revolution’, and believe their prac-
tice will change both individual and collective ‘karma’. They conceptualise this as ‘the inse-
parability of cause and effect, self and environment’ (Machacek and Wilson 2000, 3–4).
Members believe they will attain enlightenment through the repeated chanting of the
phrase nam-myoho-renge-kyo, believed to represent the ‘universal law of life’ (Machacek
and Wilson 2000). Chanting is an active form of prayer:

The religion prescribes a ritual response to troublesome areas in one’s life that serves to focus
attention on possible responses and potential outcomes, turning problems into opportunities,
or, as Soka Gakkai members are fond of saying, ‘turning poison into medicine’. (Machacek
and Wilson 2000, 5)

Practitioners chant nam-myoho-renge-kyo, called daimoku, and excerpts from the
Lotus Sutra twice each day. Interviewees reported varied chanting periods: only a few
minutes if pressed for time, but sometimes many hours when experiencing a personal
crisis. Members’ practice is embodied in material form by the gohonzon, an enshrined
scroll that members have in their homes and to which they focus their prayers. The gohon-
zon is a physical representation of practice. For example, Cecilia, after recounting over-
coming struggles including learning English, obtaining legal status, and finding
employment, told me, ‘ … Everything has happened thanks to the practice and thanks
to the gohonzon’. Receiving a gohonzon as part of SGI membership was marked as a sig-
nificant event,

In addition to chanting, members study Buddhist teachings (gosho) and attend meet-
ings. On its website as of 2016, SGI-U.S.A. claims to hold around 3000 ‘neighbourhood
discussion groups’, which interviewees confirmed they regularly attend. During meetings,
individuals share experiences with the practice, discuss the gosho, and provide ‘guidance’
to one another. Monthly meetings, called World Peace Prayer, are held in ‘community
centres’ but most meetings are held in members’ homes. SGI members indicated that
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religiosity relies more on individual practice than meeting attendance. One interviewee,
María Luisa, told me, ‘What I love most about Buddhism is that it’s daily life’.

Soka Gakkai is distinct from other forms of Buddhism because it has no priests and
promotes the idea that ordinary individuals can attain enlightenment through practice.
Further, it promotes social, civic, and cultural engagement and eschews the monastic
and ascetic lifestyle promoted by other forms of Buddhism (Wilson 2000). SGI-USA is
also more culturally and racially diverse than other Buddhist organisations (Chappell
2000). SGI claims 6302 members in Florida and 131,951 members nationally.6

In the findings that follow, I examine how SGI members gain a sense of control over the
conditions of migration and settlement through chanting and faith in their ‘determi-
nations’, and make sense of migration-associated challenges by studying Buddhist
teachings and seeking encouragement from fellow members and leaders. I also consider
how this sense of agency may conceal structural inequalities, and explore the potential
risks of an individualistic practice for migrants with precarious legal status and/or in vul-
nerable labour force positions.

Data and method

I conducted semi-structured interviews with 27 immigrant SGI members living in Florida
in 2013 and 2014. I chose Florida primarily because of its significance as an immigrant
destination. More than 19% of Floridians are foreign born. According to the U.S.
Census Bureau, as of 2014, the foreign born represented more than half the population
inn Miami-Dade County. Close to three-quarters of the sample live in the Miami area,
others live in Central and Southwest Florida. Interviewees ranged in age from 22 to 76.
Seventy per cent of interviewees were women, which reflects SGI-USA’s national adult
membership, which is 64% female. Interviewees represented 14 nationalities, mostly
from Latin America and Asia.7 All participants were active members of SGI-USA. The
majority of participants (59%) started practicing Buddhism in their countries of origin,
seven began practicing in the U.S.A., and three in another country.8 Of those who prac-
ticed on arrival, most connected quickly with the organisation upon or before arrival.
Those who were not organisationally connected right away told me they nonetheless
relied on their individual practice after arrival.

Two-thirds of the sample had at least some college education. Nearly all were employed
or retired, and occupations were varied. I did not ask interviewees directly about legal
status, but the topic often emerged during interviews. As I discuss later, interviewees’ con-
texts of entrance and legal status varied and changed over time, however, at the time of
interview, most had some type of lawful U.S. presence. I used a convenience sampling
strategy: local representatives from the organisation assisted in recruiting and scheduling
interviews.

During interviews, I asked participants about their migration history, work experiences,
family, and religious background and practice. Recognising the sample’s diversity of
national origins, I asked about religious practice in countries of origin and asked
whether and how it differed from U.S. practice. I recorded and transcribed all interviews.
Most interviewees spoke English, but I conducted four interviews in Spanish. All trans-
lations are my own and are indicated with asterisks. Interviews took place in SGI commu-
nity centres and in interviewees’ homes and were approximately one hour in length.
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Following grounded theory, I used an inductive approach to analysis and an open
coding strategy, coding themes that emerged from the data (Charmaz 2006). These
included descriptive categories and analytic codes that emerged through comparison
between interviews, and ‘critical terms’, or member terms used with a meaning particular
to their Buddhist practice. I identified patterns in themes to understand the practice’s sal-
ience for interviewees’ migration experiences.

Overcoming migration-related obstacles through Buddhist practice

Language barriers

Ikeda encouraged Japanese ‘pioneers’ to learn English, but the organisation facilitates non-
English speaking members’ ability to attend meetings and to study Buddhist teachings. For
example, World Peace Prayer meetings I attended, conducted in English, were translated
into Spanish over headsets for attendees. Members also reported attending neighbourhood
discussion meetings conducted in Spanish, Portuguese, and Chinese. Cecilia, 49, from
Peru, describes her experience as a leader in a Spanish-speaking Miami district as
‘mystic’, stating that being a Spanish-speaker allowed her to develop her leadership
ability and support members who did not speak English. She told me, ‘It was like it was
a perfect match’.*

Participating in meetings in one’s native language provides members with a sense of
belonging. But even when non-English speaking members had such opportunities and
lived in communities with other speakers of their native language, they aspired to learn
English. Members discussed how reading English-language study materials and participat-
ing in English-language meetings and conversations helped them, and how their faith pro-
vided them with confidence and social support for learning English.

For example, Cecilia discussed how her practice gave her the courage to speak English
when she lacked confidence:

It’s because, it’s not the English, but those fears come out that one has inside… feeling that
maybe one is less. The self-esteem, like one thinks, ‘Everyone else can [speak English], I can’t.’
It’s a strong fight to really see that one is valuable; it doesn’t matter with English or without
English. But you have to make the effort. This isn’t an excuse, no? I am also a Buddha, I am
also a winner. Yes. But I have to make the effort, equally, to challenge myself to learn
English.*

Through her practice, Cecilia finds encouragement and meaning in her language
struggle – seeing herself as ‘valuable’ and ‘a Buddha’.

María Luisa, 58, from Nicaragua, shared with me Ikeda’s aforementioned recommen-
dation to immigrant members that they learn English, become citizens, and get driver’s
licenses. She lives in a Spanish-speaking Miami neighbourhood, and, like Cecilia,
attends discussion meetings in Spanish. However, she strives to learn English because
of Ikeda’s instruction. María Luisa has a driver’s license, was studying for her citizenship
exam, and said that English was her final goal. Although learning English has been difficult
for her, María Luisa makes sense of this obstacle through the lens of perseverance that she
learned from Buddhism. According to her, ‘I have to keep going. Whatever happens –
that’s what Buddhism taught me: whatever happens, I have to advance, not stay still.
And that’s why I love this practice’.*
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Participation in SGI also provided practical ways for members to practice English. Fer-
nando, the Argentinian from the opening account, told me he read ‘Buddhist magazines’
while working at a gas station at night, and told me, ‘I always say that I--I not only learned
about Buddhism, because I started to study Buddhism in English, but I started to learn the
language’.

Akemi, from Japan, said that an SGI leadership appointment helped her overcome the
language barrier that had previously embarrassed her during meetings. Akemi initially
‘hesitated’ to take the position because she lacked confidence in her language ability.
However, she took the position after encouragement by another member, stating, ‘So I
put myself in a position that I have no choice that I have to speak and I have to study.
And then, that helped to speak, and you know, understand… ’ This leadership position
created an extra impetus for Akemi to learn English, and provided her with social
support to have the confidence to speak it.

Rather than relying on organisation-provided English classes, practitioners’ lived reli-
gion aids in language acquisition. Members learned English studying Buddhist teachings
and participating in meetings and leadership positions. Accounts also indicate how indi-
vidual faith provided emotional support and encouragement to study English, and to per-
severe and find meaning in their struggle to learn a new language.

Turning to the practice amid legal precarity

Close to half of interviewees discussed legal status issues they experienced prior to or after
U.S. arrival, including getting visa approval prior to migration, maintaining visa eligibility,
and being undocumented. Interviewees discussed how they used their practice as a coping
mechanism, strategic tool, and for guidance in dealing with undocumented status and/or
obtaining legal status.

Chanting for legal status
Some participants chanted to gain legal status as a ‘benefit’ of their practice. Members refer
to these outcomes as ‘actual proof’ that the practice ‘works’. For example, María Luisa, a
single mother of three, was determined to migrate legally and believes she was able to
achieve this goal by chanting:

I chanted a lot, a lot so that they would give me a visa for [my children], because to come here
to this country crossing the river, it’s dangerous… But since I determined that they would
give me the visa, they gave me the visa for all three [kids], through nam-myoho-renge-kyo
…And we all came by airplane. Because that is what we determined…Here in this
country, for a person to come with a visa with my family, it’s difficult. But with us,
nothing is difficult. Everything is determination… and we achieved it.*

María Luisa believed she was able to accomplish this goal because of her ‘determination’:
the hours of chanting she focused on achieving the goal. She makes sense of the conditions
of her migration as a result of faith and practice. Other members discussed chanting for a
successful migration experience prior to departure, supporting previous findings that
migrants rely on religion at all stages of migration (Hagan 2008).

Other interviewees struggled to maintain visa eligibility. Paula, 57, and her family
migrated from Argentina with a visa for business owners. After one year, they were
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denied an extension, according to Paula, because they ‘didn’t have the sufficient quantity
of employees in the company’,* and received notification that they must leave the country
within 60 days. Paula and her family were determined to stay:

So then I started to chant for a solution. And I began chanting 12 hours per day… and then
Clinton goes and signs the 245 (i)9, and the lawyer called and told [my husband], ‘This is the
only chance you have. There isn’t another… you have to find a sponsor… ’*

The family found a sponsor, secured legal status, and Paula is now a U.S. citizen. Paula told
me she has accomplished all of her goals through the practice: ‘Nam-myoho-renge-kyo
helps me to not give up on what I really want. Because, it comes from one place or it
comes from another, but it always happens… I have no doubts’.* When faced with
losing legal status, Paula turned to her practice to find a solution, and, like María Luisa,
believes she overcame this obstacle through her determination.

Coping with undocumented status
In addition to using the practice to gain a ‘benefit’ of legal status, members’ faith helped
them find meaning in being undocumented. Similar to Fernando’s account above, inter-
viewees indicated that their practice enabled them to see the obstacles associated with
immigration as opportunities. Manuel, 48, struggled to gain U.S. legal status for several
years after fleeing economic and political turmoil in Panama during the late 1980s. He
relied on his faith and guidance from Ikeda (published in newsletters/magazines)
during this time:

Many times where I felt that I want to give up, when I felt that immigration is gonna kill me, I
said, ‘I think I should go back.’ And when I received President Ikeda’s guidance he said,
‘Youth is the time that we encounter all types of difficulties. Difficulties make a person a
better human being. We need difficulties to make us better human beings. And through dif-
ficulties you develop your character’ … everything is about your attitude and your determi-
nation to win over.

After a long struggle, Manuel said he obtained permanent residency and eventually, citi-
zenship. He believes he was able to overcome the hardships of being undocumented
through his practice, and makes the experience meaningful by associating it with character
development and becoming ‘a better human being’. Now, an SGI leader, Manuel uses his
experience to encourage other members to overcome legal-status obstacles:

What Buddhism teaches is an opportunity to become a better human being. That’s what you
have to go through… that has been my guidance to many people that are immigrants… The
purpose of when you go through obstacles, it’s two purposes. One is to basically…win over
the obstacle. The second point is you have to win because you have to help others. Because
now, you are not speaking in theory, or ‘I think.’ You are showing actual proof that with the
practice you can change everything. And after that for many years, many people come to me
crying, ‘I’m gonna be deported.’ I say, ‘No you’re not.’ They say, ‘Yeah, you don’t understand.’
I say, ‘You don’t understand. I do understand.’Many people come to me and say, ‘You were
right.’ … that’s basically how I was able to use my religion, or my Buddhist practice to
change, actually, my life entirely.

Manuel’s account indicates how lived religious practices become part of social support
systems. Daniela, 31, from Venezuela, became undocumented after overstaying a tourist
visa. She chanted to get a visa, but her application was denied. She told me she became
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frustrated and sought guidance fromManuel, who encouraged her to reframe her struggle
as her ‘mission’, a concept that many members discuss, which indicates one’s purpose in
their practice and life:

[Manuel] talks to me one day over the phone, and he tells me, ‘This is your mission.’ And I’m
like, ‘My what? My mission, what? What do you mean, my mission is being illegal?’ And he
tells me, ‘No, from the point of view of Buddhism, every obstacle, every struggle is a stepping-
stone for something greater. So you only need to change your attitude that if you’re able to
overcome this right now… especially here in Miami, to encourage other people that go
through the same struggle.’ … Little by little, after that conversation, I started changing
my attitude… . I started changing that to more like, ‘Okay, I decided to stay here in the
United States. I decided to make my life here. I have to be here legally… and I started
seeing also the benefits that I had… how fortunate I was, that even though I was illegal, I
had a job… and that I was okay, I felt, like, protected. So I think that that was my very
first crucial experience of what they call ‘actual proof.’ And again, it’s not something tangible.
It’s not that they gave me the visa right away.

Daniela’s practice provided her with faith that she was ‘protected’ despite being undocu-
mented. She explained that she began to see attaining legal status as an obstacle that would
provide purpose in her life. Daniela later gained residency through marriage and had
recently become a citizen.

These accounts demonstrate how members’ practice provides a sense of control in one
of the most salient circumstances in which U.S. immigrants often lack agency: being undo-
cumented. María Luisa and Paula strongly believe that they received legal status through
chanting and determination. When members struggled in to gain legal status or were
detained, as in Fernando’s opening narrative, they turned to Buddhist teachings and
encouragement from other members to make sense of these experiences, which they
later recall as profoundly meaningful. These experiences lend support for insecurity
theory, which posits that individuals are more religious in the face of economic and ‘exis-
tential’ insecurities because they seek order in the face of uncertainty (Norris and Inglehart
2004). For example, several interviewees told me that they increased their hours spent
chanting – a measure of religiosity – during such crises.

SGI members believe social change will be achieved through individual practice, rather
than collective advocacy. Rather than fighting the system that makes their status precar-
ious, members are encouraged to focus on their faith. For example, Manuel recounts that
while struggling to get legal status, and dealing with the ‘worst judge in immigration
history’, a leader told him that his underlying problem was that he had not developed
enough conviction, telling him:

That’s your problem. That you don’t believe you can stay here. That you don’t believe that
you’re worth it to stay here. The problem is not the judge. The problem is you. You’re
being consumed by your environment. That’s why you need to use your Buddhist practice
to be able to change the situation. And the way that you change the situation is changing
you… The problem never is the environment. The problem is your attitude and your
conviction.

This emphasis provides a stark contrast from the public mobilisation of other religious
movements. Catholic activists, for example, openly opposed and defied U.S. immigration
policies, using scripture as moral justification for migrants’ rights (Hondagneu-Sotelo
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2008). With their individual focus, SGI members are unlikely to engage in collective action
to influence policy.

Employment

Withstanding ‘bad jobs’
Members of varied education levels and occupations discussed overcoming difficult
employment circumstances through their practice. Pilar, 59, worked as an executive sec-
retary and owned a staffing firm in Bolivia before migrating to the U.S.A. when she retired
at age 49. Pilar wanted to continue working. After arriving, she worked in a dry-cleaning
business and in housekeeping. When we spoke, Pilar worked nights delivering pizzas.
Adapting to lower-skilled, manual labour jobs was a difficult change, and Pilar relied
on her practice for ‘strength’:

… I asked for strength, to keep going forward. Because the change was difficult. I worked my
whole life, as an executive secretary, at a desk. Organizing things, doing things, telling other
people what to do. And to come here, to do the jobs that I was chosen for… I was accus-
tomed to working with my mind, not to working physically… It hasn’t been easy for me.*

Pilar told me that she has considered returning to Bolivia, but feels she has a ‘mission’ to
accomplish in the U.S.A.

María Luisa attended college in Nicaragua and was a Captain in the Nicaraguan mili-
tary. After arriving in Miami, she held three jobs to support her family: she worked in an
empanada factory, cleaned offices, and worked weekends at a spaghetti factory. María
Luisa told me she had hoped to ‘work at a computer’, but ended up working long
hours in manual jobs that left her hands inflamed. Nevertheless, she told me, ‘I came pre-
pared for everything’. I asked her to explain further how she prepared herself for this work,
and she stated:

My practice. When I went in the morning to work, you know how I tolerated the exhaustion?
Chanting ‘nam-myoho-renge-kyo,’ cleaning bathrooms…And that way I was able to do well
and I strengthened myself and I did the work that I had to do. And President Ikeda tells us, ‘If
you’re chosen to take out the trash – do it with love.’ So when one does things with sincerity
and with love, things turn out well. That’s how I did it. Tired, because I had three jobs. I didn’t
rest. *

According to her account, Buddhist teachings influenced María Luisa to maintain a posi-
tive attitude in the face of adversity – performing menial jobs with ‘sincerity’ and ‘love’.
Her comment demonstrates how members use faith to reframe difficult experiences as
meaningful ones. However, it also indicates how religion may be used to justify
oppression.

Finding better jobs through the practice
María Luisa also believes that her practice enabled her to find better employment. In
addition to poor conditions, working long hours left her with little time to attend Buddhist
activities. Frustrated, she received encouragement from a Cuban member, who told her,
‘That doesn’t matter. You chant that one day you will have time to go to all of your meet-
ings’. María Luisa told me that she now works one job, in sales, has a great deal of
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autonomy, and can attend SGI meetings when she wishes, stating, ‘Now my job isn’t dif-
ficult. Now I enjoy it’.*

Diego, 45, from Venezuela, started practicing Buddhism after arriving in Miami and
believes he found a better job through his new practice. Before practicing Buddhism,
Diego was in an abusive employment relationship with a coethnic boss in a restaurant,
which he attributed to his undocumented status. He stated he often earned $10 during
a 12-hour day, or ‘enough to get a taxicab to work and to go back home, and then we
were in zero again’. After he started practicing Buddhism, he saw an ad for a well-paid
job at a resort restaurant, applied, and was hired, despite lacking experience in fine
dining. He believes this happened through chanting: ‘ … it was obvious, I had proof
that the chanting was working, the practice was working’. Diego acknowledges structural
conditions shaping his exploitation, but believes he overcame them through an individual
solution.

John, a 48-year-old doctor from Japan, migrated with a J visa for medical residency
training. After residency, visa restrictions inhibited his job opportunities. John struggled
to find a sponsor, eventually finding one who exploited him. John said he worked at six
hospitals in three counties, without a day off for seven months, often arriving home
past midnight. He described this job as ‘inhumane’. In addition to considerable support
from his wife, who drove him to each hospital while he slept in the car, John relied on
other members for support. He says members were welcoming and encouraging, prepared
them food, and that a ‘pioneer’member chanted for two hours each day that he would find
a better job: ‘Without their support…we won’t be here. I don’t think we’d survive…
Because so many people, members, helping us, supporting us, and giving encouragement’.
His account demonstrates how religious networks provide refuge through social support.
John eventually found a better job with another sponsor. He attributed his ability to find
successively better jobs and permanent legal status to the Buddhist concept of ‘cause and
effect’. John believed that he could ensure success in his future by devoting himself to his
practice in the present. He said he focuses on repaying the kindness received from
members when he was in a difficult situation and uses his practice to help others at work.

Work is a social sphere seemingly distinct from religion. Yet SGI members used their
faith to cope with difficult working conditions, find meaning in them, and persevere until
they could find better jobs. Interviewees in vulnerable labour market positions believed
they had control over their circumstances. By chanting and participating in the organis-
ation, they would change their karma to gain occupational mobility, which was ‘actual
proof’ that their practice ‘worked’. These narratives again provide support for insecurity
theory and the salience of individual-level economic contexts for religiosity (Immerzeel
and van Tubergen 2013). In this case, individuals use their religion to feel control over pre-
carious employment.

Although perhaps a psychological boon, a risk of this practice is that it may encourage
members to justify labour market exploitation as an individual ‘challenge’, rather than a
structural system of oppression. For example, one South American interviewee noticed
the spatial segregation of Mexican restaurant workers in Chicago, and indicated that
they might be able to overcome their situation by becoming more ‘connected’ with others:

So they put all the Mexican workers behind the, you know, not in front of the restaurant.
They work in the kitchen, or cleaning…And, I think that we create things. So because
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they see themselves less or whatever, that’s why they haven’t – but at the same time, they felt
resentment with people. But I get connected with everybody…

This individual focus differs noticeably from other religions’ collective involvement in
labour rights activism. Clergy have often been key actors in unionisation and other immi-
grant labour movements (Hondagneu-Sotelo 2008). SGI members’ belief that they should
perform exploited jobs ‘with love’, as María Luisa’s states, evokes Marx’s conception of
religion as an opiate, rather than a force for change.

Discussion and conclusion

These findings demonstrate how religious practice shapes individuals’ migration experi-
ences in multiple social spheres. During interviews, members constantly interwove their
Buddhist practice with their experiences, even when my questions seemingly had
nothing to do with religion. Interviewees indicate that religion’s role transcends tangible
resources. Members rely on their practice to cope with language barriers, legal status,
and downward occupational mobility or exploited work, and for a sense of agency over
conditions of migration and settlement. Interviewees firmly believed that their practice
has shaped their outcomes. This conviction allows practitioners to frame even difficult
experiences as ‘opportunities’: whether for personal growth or to help others. This
happens at both the individual and group levels. As individuals, members set personal
determinations and chant to reach goals. Yet to support their practice, SGI members
rely on the social support they develop through relationships with other members and
leaders in the organisation.

A risk of the individual focus of SGI’s practice, and potentially false sense of agency over
one’s circumstances is that it may lead to self-blame, rather than recognition of systematic
exploitation or oppression of migrants in labour markets and political systems. Although
interviewees indicate that they rely on other members for social support, their practice
does not seem to support collective action. In this way, the practice may mask structural
inequities and inhibit coalitions for social change. Religion and migration scholarship
often focuses only on the benefits of religious practice for migrants – scholars should
be cautious to take a nuanced view to also consider potential negative consequences of
religion.

Further research is needed to determine the generalisability of these findings to other
forms of Buddhism and non-Judeo-Christian religions, as the religious diversity of U.S
immigrants grows. Research on the role of Buddhism in immigrant integration is
limited, but extant studies suggest that Buddhist migrants, from various traditions, rely
on their practice during migration and settlement (Dorais 2007; Chen 2008).

A limitation of interviews is that data are often recollections: interviewees may view
past events differently in the future. Had I interviewed participants at the time they
were in bad jobs or denied legal status, they might not have had such an optimistic
outlook as they did in retrospect. Similarly, because the study was not transnational,
I cannot consider how a deportee might have framed his or her experience. For
example, Chu (2010) found that Fuzhounese migrants who successfully gained legal
status attributed it to both their personal agency and the gods, but those who failed
blamed structural forces like the state. However, the recollections that practitioners
describe are real in their consequences. In addition, many of interviewees reported
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struggles are on-going – Fernando was dealing with the possibility of deportation at the
time of our interview, Diego was still working towards his ideal job, and Cecilia, Maria
Luisa, and others continued to struggle to learn English. Yet they maintained faith in
overcoming these struggles through their practice, viewing migration-related obstacles
as meaningful experiences of personal growth, and use them to encourage one another.

Notes

1. All names are pseudonyms.
2. Interviewees referred to Buddhism as a practice.
3. SGI-USA does not collect race, ethnicity, or nationality data. A 1999 member survey con-

ducted by Machacek found the following racial makeup of members: 42% white, 23%
Asian, 15% black, 6% Hispanic and 15% mixed race or other.

4. Whether Buddhism is a religion has been debated, because of its lack of worship of gods or
superhuman beings. Durkheim (1995, 28) uses Buddhism as an example to demonstrate that,
‘there are great religions from which the idea of gods and spirits is absent, or plays only a
secondary or inconspicuous role’. Herbrechtsmeier (1993, 1) argued that objections over
Buddhism’s classification as ‘religion’ rather than ‘philosophy’ are ‘arbitrarily and culturally
biased’. All participants in this study identified Buddhism as their religion.

5. World peace achieved through the spread of Nichiren Buddhism.
6. Personal communication with Bill Aiken, SGI-USADirector of Public Affairs, 5 January 2015.
7. Eleven interviewees came from South America (Argentina, Brazil, Bolivia, Ecuador, Peru,

Venezuela) and two from Central America (Panama, Nicaragua). Nine were Japanese; other
Asian nations represented included Malaysia, Philippines, and Taiwan. Two were Israeli.

8. Non-US countries that participants had visited or migrated to prior to U.S. migration.
9. Section 245(i) of the U.S. Legal Immigration Family Equity Act allowed those who had a

labour certification filed on one’s behalf between 1998 and 2001 and who violated the con-
ditions of their legal status to pay a fine and adjust their status. (http://www.uscis.gov/sites/
default/files/files/pressrelease/Section245ProvisionLIFEAct_032301.pdf).
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